Dineke and I have always shared a fascination for 'weird' midrashim, most notably about the beautiful Joseph. The present parable about a poor slave who has to eat the rotten fish that he bought by mistake is equally strange, though less appealing. I hope nevertheless that it will catch her attention and that she will and enjoy its adventures throughout rabbinic literature. Fate has arranged that our carriers have crossed at several points: one marking point was when I was reader of her dissertation and one of the 'opponents' at her defence at the Faculty of Theology of Utrecht University which has since become part of history itself. After many wanderings, especially on my side, our paths are now crossing again as I will follow her in her position of lecturer of Jewish Studies at the PThU. I see this as a new step, and in no way an end of our adventures into fascinating Jewish texts.
Introduction
In the two Mekhiltot, Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (mri) and Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (mrs)1, a parable (Hebrew: mashal) is used to explain that that is used in the course of the midrash, features a slave who has to eat a rotten fish and undergo other humiliations because of the mistake of buying that fish in the first place. The parable has something of a comic tragedy: it is absurd and excessive. In the Mekhiltot (third cent. ce), the mashal has an exegetical function in the midrash-it serves to explain the apparent discrepancy between the two verses. This same mashal is, with some variations, also found in Pesikta deRav Kahana (prk, fifth cent. ce), and Tanchuma Buber (tb, seventh-ninth cent. ce).4 In each of these works, its form is moulded, and is function adapted, to fit the new literary context and purpose. In this paper I will trace the working of this mashal as it moved from one exegetical context to another by closely reading the respective texts. Special attention will be given to the interplay between hermeneutics and rhetoric throughout the versions. The latter issue deserves a brief introduction.
Rhetorics and Hermeneutics; Homiletical and Exegetical
In almost every study about rabbinic meshalim, most notably David Stern's, Parables in Midrash, Daniel Boyarin's, Intertextuality and the reading of Mid-
